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INTRODUCTION

No period of recent history has been so thoroughly explored as the Third Reich. Although the dictatorship lasted only a dozen years out of the past century of German history, the cataclysmic war that Hitler unleashed, and the genocide of Europe’s Jews, had repercussions far beyond Germany’s borders and still reverberates in the history of today.

So intense and dramatic were those twelve years of German history that they have forced anyone who looks at them to ask some big questions. First, how did a nation with a reputation for civilized behaviour and a long and glittering cultural heritage come to spawn a violent dictatorship capable of committing remarkable barbarities? This is a question which seems all the more puzzling with the passage of time, since post-war Germany has seen no real residue from the militarism and racism that characterized the Third Reich. In the sixty-five years since its collapse Germans have been Europe’s virtuous citizens. Second, why was Hitler allowed to come to power when his party had only just over one-third of the electorate behind it? Of course, there have been plenty of minority parties running the government in the last century. But given the menace that Hitler represented it is necessary to explain why the two-thirds of Germans who did not vote for Hitler could not find a way of blocking his rise to power. Moreover, having failed, millions of them then threw in their lot with a regime that showed from the start its willingness to behave in utterly lawless ways.

Finally there is the complex question of why Adolf Hitler, an apparent nonentity to many of those who met him in private (away from the rostrum and the baying crowds), was able to exert such an extraordinary grip on the German people, a grip that brought them to the edge of complete destruction without ever eroding entirely the bond that bound leader and led together. The fascination that he exerted exists still today in the endless quest to understand the real Hitler. The truth lies not entirely with Hitler, whose personality was bizarre and whose ambitions grew the more he believed that he was chosen by destiny, but with the people he led, many of whom wanted to believe and who accepted the cult of personality as an act of faith rather than a realistic assessment of the kind of man who led them. In this sense Hitler was, as he always claimed, the supreme representative of his people, not someone imposed on Germany as an alien presence. The ‘leader cult’ has operated in other dictatorships too, in Mao’s China and Stalin’s Russia, with fatal consequences for those who refused to believe. But in the German case leader and led both colluded in the fiction of Hitler as the German Messiah; many people refused to confront the sheer irrationalism of this belief and as a result found themselves committing awful atrocities in the name of the Führer.

In trying to come to terms with these large questions it is important to bear in mind that a significant fraction of Germans were affected by the idealism of the National Socialist revolution and genuinely believed they were building a better world, a new utopia in which there would be no racial enemies, no social tensions, no alien cultural influences but instead a cosy social vision of happy families, healthy blond children and a pure race. The idea that Germany’s national revival under Hitler was destined to make Germany the centre of a revived European civilization now seems entirely wrong-headed, but there were idealistic Germans who hoped that for all the rough edges of the national revolution, a better world would result, not just for Germany but for the rest of Europe too. The image that recurs often in the propaganda of the Third Reich is the triumph of order over chaos, of decency and honesty over the malign values of other world views.

This vision of a new promised land is very hard to reconcile with the violence, discrimination and injustice widely exercised by the regime. ‘You can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs,’ Hermann Göring once remarked, but this was a slender excuse for the way the regime behaved to its alleged enemies and rivals, both inside Germany and in the wider world. The truth is that the regime and its supporters thrived not on a virtuous, if misplaced, idealism but on the worst aspects of human nature – resentment, against other powers and more prosperous peoples; envy, of those states who possessed rich empires or adequate resources; fear, of imagined enemies of the German ideal; hatred, of those who refused to follow the faith and betrayed or challenged the utopian vision; and above all unbridled aggression, manifested in the beatings and tortures inflicted on political enemies in 1933 through to the savage murder of defeatists and deserters in 1945. It is small wonder that the history of the Third Reich focuses on war and genocide because that was its central legacy. The German virtues that Hitler lauded were realized as vices.

The chronicle of these bleak years is full of paradox. The Third Reich so wanted to restore order, to create a natural ascendancy for a people that did regard itself as cultured and racially superior (even if not everyone believed in the propaganda of the ‘master race’), but it ended up creating chaos of an unimaginable kind and blighting German history with recollections of some of the most barbarous behaviour in the modern age. The result was to bring the German people and those they victimized untold suffering in the name of an unrealized and unrealizable ambition. The generation of Germans that grew up in the 1950s and 1960s put all this aside and focused on developing modern political institutions and a thriving economy, but the long shadow of those twelve years has lengthened with each passing decade. ‘How was it possible?’ is still a question to which many people, inside and outside Germany, have not yet found a satisfactory answer. What follows may not answer that question completely but it is designed to show what it is that is now known about the Third Reich and how we might use that knowledge in framing our answers.
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